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ABSTRACT 

 

Over the past year, South Korea and Japan have taken dramatic steps to improve their historically 

strained relations.  This report explains and analyzes the sources of past tensions between Seoul 

and Tokyo, the reasons for the recent warming of bilateral relations, and the implications for U.S. 

regional security and economic interests.  These matters are of concern to Members and 

Committees with responsibilities or interests in U.S. policy toward North Korea, South Korea, 

Japan, and China, as well as the U.S. negotiating position in the World Trade Organization 

(WTO).  This report will not be updated unless major developments occur that bear on its 

accuracy or relevance. 
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Since South Korean President Kim Dae-Jung’s historic October 1998 visit to Japan, relations 

between Seoul and Tokyo have improved dramatically, to a point where arguably the two 

countries are at their closest ever. The improvement in bilateral ties has been accompanied by an 

unprecedented degree of trilateral coordination among the United States, Japan, and South Korea on policy toward North 

Korea. In the short term, the impetus for better relations has come from two regional crises: North Korea’s August 1998 

launch of the Taepodong medium-range missile over Japan and the near-collapse of the South Korean economy in late 1997. 

Additionally, over the longer term, warmer ties have been made possible by the gradual improvement in traditionally divisive 

issues, including Japan’s chronic bilateral trade surpluses, South Korea’s anti-Japanese trade barriers, Seoul’s wariness of 

Tokyo’s policy toward North Korea, and competing interpretations of Japan’s occupation of Korea and behavior in World 

War II. The more cooperative relationship between South Korea and Japan enhances regional stability, a major U.S. 

objective, and augments U.S. efforts to improve trilateral coordination on policy toward the Korean peninsula. In the 

economic sphere, increased cooperation between the Japanese and South Korean governments will present the U.S. with 

opportunities and challenges. 

Shifts in Japan-South Korea relations affect activities and policies of concern to, among others, Members and Committees 

with responsibilities or interests related to North Korean nuclear and missile proliferation issues, inter-Korean relations, U.S.-

Japan security relations, China’s emergence as a regional military and economic power, and the U.S. negotiating position in 

the World Trade Organization (WTO). Normally, the Japan-South Korea relationship per se generates little legislative 

impact, but Congress periodically holds hearings and expresses its views on issues that are affected directly by changes in 

Tokyo-Seoul relations. 
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Disclaimer 

This document was prepared by the Congressional Research Service (CRS). CRS serves as nonpartisan 

shared staff to congressional committees and Members of Congress. It operates solely at the behest of and 

under the direction of Congress. Information in a CRS Report should not be relied upon for purposes other 

than public understanding of information that has been provided by CRS to Members of Congress in 

connection with CRS’s institutional role. CRS Reports, as a work of the United States Government, are not 

subject to copyright protection in the United States. Any CRS Report may be reproduced and distributed in 

its entirety without permission from CRS. However, as a CRS Report may include copyrighted images or 

material from a third party, you may need to obtain the permission of the copyright holder if you wish to 

copy or otherwise use copyrighted material. 
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